It had its beginnings as the old 
Capitol Theater and was home to 
silent film stars and sassy vaude- 
ville acts. For the last 10 years, it 
has hosted 3.5 million visitors as 
the Madison Civic Center. 
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vilt in 1928, the old Capitol Theatre on State 

Street may hold ghosts of silent film stars and 
brassy vaudeville acts. But the mosque-like struc- 
ture brims with life on the eve of its 10th anniver- 
sary as the Madison Civic Center. 

In the last decade the building has echoed with per- 
formances by classical and popular artists, sporadic 
big-show bombs, children’s delighted cries, and 
windy debates over the center’s merits. 

But those are memories of what still is. 

The center has hosted 3.5 million people and gath- 
ered several of the city’s major arts organizations 
into a flourishing arts community. Amid fiscal strug- 
gles, the center has grown and diversified. 

The anniversary festivities March 7-10 will include 
a world premiere of a jazz work for string quartet 
that was the first commission by the Civic Center. 
Also featured will be guided tours and other events. 

“J saw the potential was enormous from the very 
beginning for a center located downtown that could 
provide diverse cultural fare,” recalls Director 
Ralph Sandler, who took over in 1981 after 11 years 
directing the Wisconsin Union Theater. 

But the new center had to overcome another ghost 
— a civic center design by Frank Lloyd Wright. That 
structure would have been set into a gentle slope on 
Lake Monona near Capitol Square. 

The world famous architect’s design would have 
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Gathering to recall a decade in the arts are primary players in the making 
of the Madison Civic Center: (clockwise) Madison Art Center Director David 
Berreth, Madison Repertory Theatre Artistic Director Joe Hanreddy, Civic 
Center Director Ralph Sandler, Mayor Paul Soglin, Children’s Theatre of 
Madison Director Nancy Thurow and Madison Symphony Orchestra 


Conductor Roland Johnson. 
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there were flaws in the design, according to people 
who know about these things.” 


F inally in 1975 the old Capitol Theatre was 
agreed upon, renovated and expanded for $12 
million. Like centers in most other cities of this size, 
the Civic Center was given about a 35 percent annua 
city subsidy, which began at $800,000 in 1981 (includ: 
ing building debt), peaked at $1.1 million in 1982 and 
now, with building debts paid off, stands at $876,252. 

Soon after the new center was unveiled, Ald. Larry 
Olson of the north-side 12th District began to lead a 
chorus of Bronx cheers. 

“This is a place for rich people,” he snorted. 

Sandler won’t forget it. 

“The comment struck a very deep chord with me,’ 
Sandler recalls. “I felt very strongly that we had to 
have the quality events in the Oscar Mayer Theatre 
that demand a certain price. But we have lots of fre 
events and the Kids at the Crossroads programs for 
children, and an.extensive outreach program. Last 
week we had Gary Karr, one of the world’s best 
string bass players, in a lot of area schools perform 
ing for free.” 

The resident Children’s Theatre of Madison also 
reflects the center’s commitment to area youth, “W 
are the only family theater in Madison, and we get 
parents, grandparents and people from all around 
Wisconsin and northern Illinois,” says CTM founder 
and director Nancy Thurow. This year almost 10,00 
people attended 25 CTM performances of “A Christ 
mas Carol.” 


